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John Colet's Significance for the
English Reformation
CARL S. MBYBR •

J

OHN COLET, dean of St. Paul's Cathedral
in London, died in 1519. Two years
later Henry VIII wrote the 11.sserlio
septem sacrtnnt111torun1, his polemic against
Martin Luther. Although Colet's death occurred (16 Sept. 1519) 20 months before
Luther's books were burned in St. Paul's
Cathedral courtyard (12 May 1521), he
.knew of Luther and Luther's books before
his end came. We must include him among
the maxinii of whom Erasmus wrote to
Luther: "Habes in Anglia qui de tuis scriptis optime seotiant et sunt ii maximi." 1
But Colet had died before the "Germans"
were beginning to discuss Luther's writings
in the White Horse Inn in Cambridge or
Robert Barnes had ended his career as
Luther's martyred "St. Roben." 2 Neverthe-

• This article is a revision and expansion of
a paper the
readCenrral
at
llenaiuance Coa.femice,
Univenir, of Missouri, Columbia, 20

April 1963.
A comprehensive "John Coler Bibliography"'
bu been prepared by the author aad is available
upon request to
School for Graduate Studies
of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, Mo.
1 P. S. Allen, ed., Ofl#J Bpis10J.nn,, D•s.
BrGflli Rot•rtl..i (Ozford: Clarendon Press,
1909), W, 606, ep. 980, Brumus to Luther,
Louftin, 30
1519. Hereafter dted u Allen,

Bp. Bra.

Jess the question of Colet's significance for
the spread of Reformation ideas remains
among the most intriguing problems of the
history of the English Reformation.
Extreme assenions were made in an earlier day that Colet belonged to the 16thcentury rcformers.3 A recent work on
Colee refers to him as "a reformer before
the Reformation." " Seebohm's designation
of Colet, More, and Erasmus as "the Oxford Reformers" G has linked these names,
even in textbooks used in secondary
schools O in a glib generalization. Colet
was not a "reformer" in the commonly
accepted sense of the term, although Seebohm, it is true, does not make him
a proto-Protestant or a precursor of Protestantism. Clebsch describes Colee as a "repristioacor" mther than a reformer whose
Platonization of Paul is the key co his historical particularity.7 Miles, in his analysis
of Colet's Platonism, points out that Protthe
estants and Roman Catholics alike have
a E.g., by Samuel Knight, TH I.ii• of Joint
Caul (Loa.don: J. Downing, 1724), twn"'May
' Ernest W. Hunt, D..,.
Col.I aJ Hu THoloi, (London: SPCK, 19,6), p. 19.

D Pmieric Seebobm, Th• O,rfortl R•/ontNrs
(No. 66, of Bwr,•-•1 r.;1,,.-,. New York:
UniYenir, of Cuc:qo, 19,7), p. 24,, n. 1, dis- E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1929). This work
c:uaes this lerter at length, ia.dicaang that Colet wu &m published in 1867.
WU not neceaarily included among the ...,.,,.
• E.g., Henry Elson, Matl.,,, Ti••1 •
1h
Praerftd Smith ays that Brumm may bne
been tbia.kiag of John Colet. P. Smith, .d6• of I.inq Pt111 (New York: American. Book Co.,
1h. R•for,,,.,;o,, (New York: Century Co., 1936), p. 336.
1920), pp. 281 f.
T William A. Clebscb, "John Colee aad the
• D. M.,_ Llllb•s lV•• LI, (Weimar: lleformatioa.," .d111liu,, THOlo~ Rmn,,
XXXVII (July 195'), 167-77.
H. Boblaus Nac:bfol&er, 1914), 449, 23.
410

John B. Gleuon, "Studies in the Thought of

John Coler" (Unpublished Pb. D. Diaerwion,
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claimed him,8 and O'Kelly has questioned
even the designation "Christian humanist"
as a correct label for Colct.0
Miles brings "pro-Catholic evidence,"
e. g., that Colet never attacked the position
of the pope.10 Gleason finds it ".rather
doubtful" that Colet would have favored
the doctrinal accents of Martin Luther.11
But Miles also cites "Counter-Evidence for
Colet's Protestantism;• e.g., that Colet was
tried for heresy, that his vocabulary had
a Protestant flavor, that he exalted Scripture as the ultimate authority, that "there
are many passages in Colet which are definitely expressive of Calvinistic predestination," or that in many points he diverts
from the later Tridentine doctrine of justification.12

.,,J,

411

Colet's theological formulations, however, caMot be judged simply on the basis
of decisions reached at the Council of
Trent. Nor can thereby his significance for
the English Reformation be established.
Much less can the criterion for determining
that significance be the one adopted by
Lupton, whose "instinctive feeling'' led him
to say "that in Colet we have a suoog
connecting link between the old and the
new." 13 To emphasize the "spiritual succession" of holiness, as Jenks does, is
equally nebulous.14
Coler does nor belong, as Van Gelder
correcdy points out, in the group of the
Erasmian Evangelicals; l G his placement of
Colet, in agreement with Eugene Rice,
among those who opposed "natural reason"
in contrast to "grace" is souod.18 Yer Colet

Leland Miles, John Cal,
, 1
1h Pl•ta11i&
(La Salle, Ill.: Open Court Publishing of Ptdtb i• 1b, Roig,, of Hnr, Vlll (loodoo:
Co., 1961), p. 170: "Unfortunately, the subject James Clarke & Co., Ltd., 1961), p. 101.
of Dean Colet's precise place in the English
Knox claims that Colet taught justification
depraviryby
Reformation has been marred by considerable
cotal
of mao, and double
grace, the
partisan spirit."
predestination. He stares that later in life Colet
11 Pauick Bernard O'Kelly, Iouoc:luctioo,
altered his views on sol• /id•. Ibid., pp. 101 co
"John Colet's Commentary on 1 Corinthians:
105.
Ao Edition of the Latin Teiu, with Translation,
1a J. H. Lupton, A 'Li/• of Jan Cahl, D. D.,
Norn, and Introduction" (Unpublished Ph.D.
Du11
of SI. Pal's •11d. Pa•tulu of SI. Pal's
thesis, Harvard Universiry, Cambrid&e, 1960),
pp. 34, 35, Cited hereafter as O'Kelly, Intro- s~baol (Hamden, Coon.: The Shoe Stria& Press,
Inc., 1961 [reprint of 2nd eel. of 1909; ht eel.
O'Kelly observations
duction.
See
also in • lengthy appeared in 1887] ) , p. 265.
"It would be difficult co find • more rypical
foomore co Colet's Co,,.,,,,,,,.,,, pp. 163 f.
link between the Middle Asa and the R.e£ormaDenys Hay, "Introduction," Tb, N,w
Jobo Colet, the sreat dean of Saint
than
l,ritlg• Afadnr, Hutor, (Cambridp: Universitytioo Paul'L"
G. G. Coulton, Pin
of R,P.ress, 1957), I, 18, rejects the designation "huligio•
(Cambridp: Cambricfse Uoiversiry Press,
maoist" for Coler.
1950), IV, 6.
10 Miles,pp.173, 174.
H Arthur W. Jenks, "John Colet," A•gliu,,
Peter M. Dunne, "Jean Colet Poreotial Protesraat?" Tb, Hu1onul B•U.ti•, XV (March Tnalagiul Rffllfll, I (March 1919), 370.
11 H. A. Enno Van Gelder, Tb, Tu,o R•far1937), 45, 46, maJres • rapid but rather com1'Mlia•s ;. tb• J6lb c.,,,,,,,: A S1-, of th,
plete survey of opinion reprding Colet and
comes up with the opinion that Colet "probably R•ligio•s li,p,m •""' C01111pnu1 of R.,,.;,would have died for the [1lomao Catholic] ,-e, •""' H,,,_,,;,. (The Hque: Martious
NijboB, 1961), p.132.
truth." (P. 54)
11 Ibid., p. 129, o. 3: Eqeoe P. Ilice, Jr.,
11 Gleason, p. 245.
"Jobo Colet and the Annihilation of the Nat12 Ibid., pp. 175-216.
ural." H.,.,,,,l Tb,olo1iul Rffllfll, XLV (Jul1
Knox also says that Colet's "thoqbt
and
u:aching ... wu contributory to Enslisb Refor- 1952), 141-163. See Cbaprer vm of Gln.mation docrrioe." David B. Knox. TIM Doan,,, soo'• thesis also.
8

c.,,..
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must be numbered in the company of those ginniogs of Puritanism, from 1534 to 1564
who e:irly in the 16th cennuy advanced (if precise dates can be given), there was
both learning and reform, who, while re- no one who called himself a disciple of
maining within the bosom of mother John Colct.21 TI1is can hardly be the reachu«h, were ofttimes rebellious spirits, son for d1c surprising omission of Colet's
critical and unafraid to voice independent name by Philip Hughes in his 3-volume
opinions.Ii Colet's main aim was to further work on the 16th-century religious change
wisdom and piety, personal morality, and in England.22 Does Father Hughes imply
the reform of the chu.rch.18 Divine wis- chat Colet bad no meaning for the Refordom, he caught, was the knowledge of mation in England?
Christ, revealed by God in a direct action
The English reformers did not forget
of grace. But Colet would not divorce this or simply ignore John Colet. There was
sapitmJia from ,pietllS, according to the Au- TI1omas Lupsct, a favorite of Colet's at
gustinian formula which he knew so well.19 St. Paul's School. He carried the influence
Colet is recognized as one of those who of Colet to Pembroke Hall, Cambridge.21
William
Tyndale in l1is polemic against
funhered the essential aims of the movement that was welling up within the church More reminded Thomas More of Colet. In
and later became known as the Couoter- spite of the fact, he said, that the bishop
Reformation. The inBuence of the de-110#0 of London, Fitzjames1 was wise, virruous,
mod,rna on Colet was not lost in the and learned ( so, at least, More had contended), "yet he would have made the old
Reformatioo.20
One faa, however, must be noted spe- dean Colet of Paul's an heretic, for transcifically in trying to reach some answer to lating the Paternoster in English, had not
the question of Colet's significance for the the bishop of Canterbury helped the
English Reformation, namely, that in the dean." 24 Hugh Latimer made an oHbaod
years which saw in England the break with reference to Colet in one of his sermons,
Rome, the currents of Lutheranism and dating an event "about the time when
Calvinism, the adiaphoristic compromise Colet was in trouble," as if everyone knew
of the Elizabethan 11id m,did, and the be- when that was. and what is more imporlT

Douglas Bush, 'Tudor Humanisu," T6•

.,,,1,

Tho•1h1
C11/1,,,.. of lh• Er,1lish R.,,.u.
S1111&•: A• .lft11holon of T•tlor Pros•, 1481 10

Ujj, ed. Elizabeth M. Nqeat (Cambridge:
Englaod
Uai.enity Press, 1956), pp. 3-11.
11 Gleuoo,pp.183, 186,187,253.
11 Eugene P. Rice, Jr., Th• R•Jl.iss.,," Itlu
of Wistlo• (Cambridge: Harvard Uaivenity
Press, 1958), pp. 130, 131, 146, 213.
Nn, C.,,,l,rill1• Afotln,, Hislor,, 11 18.
10 Gleuoo hu iovesdpb!d the ioflueoce of
die DftlOlio •otl.,,,. oo Colet io chapter V of
bis RUdy. Albert Hy.ma's appraisal of Colet cm
most readily be found ia bis chapter OD ''Erumus and me Oxford llefonnen."' R,,,.;,une•
to ~fonMlioll (Grand Rapids_ Mich.: Wm. B.
Eerdmam Publ. Co., 1951) 1 pp.20!>-249.

lll Vaa Gelder, p. 185, makes this point:
"There are, however, before the middle of me
CCDturJ, oo adherents of More and Colet
be meodoned
io
wh
come dowo
to
to us io their wridogs."
22 Philip Hughes, Th• Rttfo""41io" ;,. Br,11-tl (Loodoo: Hollis & Carter, 1954), L
ll3 H. C. Porter, R•/onntllior, .,,,J, Ruaior,
,,. T.Jor c_,1,,;,1,1• (Cambridp: University
Press, 1958), pp. 31, 32; Nuseot (ed.), pp. 36,
78, 19. John A. Gee, Th• I.if• .,,,J, 'Woris of
Thom., Lllt,111 (New Haven: Yale Uai.ersity
Press, 1928) 1 pp.176-178.
lit William Tyndale, .lft1 .ilffflffr 10 Sir
Tho,,,., Mortis Di,,loi••• ed. for me Parker
Society by Hear, Walter (Cambridge: Uaivenity Press, 1850), p. 168.
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rant, as if everyone knew Colet and his
srand.2 ;;
Lupset and Latimer were at Cambridge.
To this day the manuscripts of Colet's lectures are at Cambridge, not at Oxford.20
A possible connection between the face
that Cambridge houses the manuscripts of
Colet's lectures and chat it was the seat of
the early English reformers ought not be
ignored. The manuscripts on the lectures
on Paul's Letter to the Romans are in the
Parker collection of Corpus Christi College,
Cambridge,27 with which Matthew Parker
had d ose connections. Parker was a student there, it seems, and received a Bible
clerkship in that college in March 1521.2
On 4 Dec. 1544 he was elected master of
Corpus Christi, a position he held until
Decemb r 1553.::io
Wh n did Parker acquire these manuscripts? le would be difficult to believe
that they came into his possession while
he was an undergraduate. More likely he
acquired them while he was master of
Corpus Christi during the reign of Edward VI, to provide source materials for
his De dllliq11ildlt1 Britd11ni&da ecclasi11t1.
He wrote this volume to trace Christianiry
in
from Augustine of Canterbury
England
(597), ''until the days of King Henry VIII,
when religion began to grow better, and
2D Hush Latimer, S•rmo,u, ed. for the Parker Sociecy by George E. Corrie (Cambridge:
Univenity Pttss, 1844), p. 440.
20 Scebohm, p. 19, a. 1, and p. 46, o. 1;
Huot, pp. 131, 132; O'Kelly, Introduction, pp.
46--49; Lupu,o, Li/• of Joh• Col•I, p. 67, o. 1,
and p. 30,.
!IT MS. No. cc.a.v. Scebohm, p. 19, D, 1;
Huor, p. 121.
21 V. J. K. Brook, A Li/• of Areh6uhop
PMltn (Oxford: Cattodoo Piess, 1962), p. 2.
211 Ibid., p. 23 for me date of his election;
date
p.for
'1
me
of his iesisoatioa.
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more agreeable to the Gospel." 3 Cuthbert
Tunstall, so Matthew Parker himself asserted, supplied the title to one manuscript.31 And to this manuscript Parker
himself penned a memorandum: "Supersunt multa ab codem Ioaone Colet saipta
in Oivum Paulum, sed puerorum eius incuria pcrierunt." ~ The manuscript of the
commentary on 1 Corinthians, O'Kelly believes, is a Colet holograph. If later evidence can be trusted, it was in Parker's
possession.33 Colet, if one judges by these
external circumstances, in8uenced Matthew
Parker, Elizabeth l's first archbishop of
Canterbury.
Again, Colet's infiuence on George Stafford can be postulated. Stafford lectured
on Romans at Cambridge. Latimer heard
him cite Humphrey Monmouth as an example of one who did kindness to an
enemy. So Latimer related in a sermon,
and in the same connection he also referred to Colec.3t Was it because George
Stafford had cited Colet in his lecture
•
having heard Colet himself lecture on
Romans? The conjecture is plausible.
Thomas Cranmer, too, may have come
under the in8ueoce of John Colet. Bromiley, at least, states that perhaps Cranmer
acquired his respect for the Bible from
Colet, without citing direct evidence for
this assertion.30
Following Hopf, Gleason has pointed up
the contact between John Colet and Martin
ao Quoted ibid., p. 323, without ttfereme.
Lupton, Lil• of Joh CoJ.1, p. 62, a. 1.
U Ibid., p. 93, a. 1.
II O'Kelly, Jouoductioo, p. 46. Gleuoo cices
Lupma.
H Latimer, Sn•o•1, p. 440.
u G. E. B10milc,1 Tl,,,..,
Tb.a(New York: Oxford UniYersitJ Press,
19,6) 1 p. 't'W.
11

la,-

era-,
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Butzer. The record of Butzer's contributions to the English Reformation need not
be detailed, but Colet's indirect significance
through the influence he bad on Butzer
may be emphasized.3G
John Foxe mentions Colet with evident
admiration,u without, however, noting his
Bible lectures. The founding of St. Paul's
School is singled out by him from "among
the many other memorable acts left behind him." 38 He notes that Colet appointed William Lily, a married man, as
headmaster of that school.
Lily linked Colet's name with his own
in the Latin grammar which he produced.
For that grammar Colet supplied the preface and the Attditio. This Rtttlimtmta
grammatietts was supplemented with a
Libsll,u d11 const,11ction• octo ,parti11m orationis. The Libellns was written at Colet's
request and revised by Erasmus. Almost
200 editions of it were printed between
1513 and 1595. In 1540, it seems, or at
least by
a textbook based on the
Colet-Lily grammar fo English, the LilyErasmus syncax in Latin, and the grammatical verses by Lily, made its appearance.
It was "authorized" by Henry VIII, who
enjoined its exclusive use. Various revisions and editions of this work are extant;
the last one, in 1858, called it Colet's
grammar.•
50-53; Conswitin Hopf,
Bucer and Colet," Afmht B•r:u n,l,
lh• B•1lish R•JM111111io9 (Ozford: Basil Blackwell, 1946), pp. 51-53.
8T Th• If.di MoHtnnll of Jon P""•·
Towmend ed. (loadon: Seeley, Burnside, and
Scelef, 1870), IV, 246-248.
II Ibid., p. 248.
at ViDcea.c J. PlJDD io bis iomxluaion co
W"dliam IJly'1 If. Short• l•lrtHl•aio• oJ GM._ , (New York: Scbolar'1 Paaimiles & lleprina, 1945), pp. iv-z. The faaimile reprice
of the Gr.,.., ii of the C10PJ ill the Po)ser
11 Gleason, pp.

"Noie

OD

Docs this mean that Colet the reformer
lived on as Colet the grammarian and thus
indirectly is of significance for the English
Reformation? Colet contributed to the
learning of Latin letters and syntax and
desired nothing more, he said, "than the
education and bringing up of children in
good manners and literature." 40 He would
not count it ignoble to be remembered as
a humble writer of a textbook. Nevertheless, his significance must be accounted
greater than that.
Lupton's provocative study of Colet's influence on the English Reformation emphasizes his contribution to the English
formularies, his efforrs to correct abuses in
the church, his emphasis on education, and
his promotion of Biblical srudies.41 The
last-named (which is second in Lupton's
list) is the most important. Although the
other factors may be discounted, since Colet
unique in any of these four fields,42
was not
1542,
the stimulus he gave to the ad fontes
movement, the return to the Scriprures,48
Shakespeare Library, Washington, the edition
printed in London l,y Bcrthclcc in 1567. The
Washiagt0n
Library,Univcrsicy
Sr. Louis, has
a 1669 edition of the "authorized" grammar.
Oo William Lily sec Vinccnc J. Flynn, ''Life
and Works of William Lily," unpublished
Ph.D. dissertation, Uaivcrsicy of Chicago, 1939.
N • w C•mhrid.1•
Histo"1,Afod•r11
II, 425.
40 From the prolog of the "Sraturcs of Paul's
School," Elizabeth M. Nuaenr, ed., Nugent,
p. 37; Lupcoo, Appendix A, p. 271.
41 J. H. Lupcon, Th• l•fl11nr:• of DHfl Col.I

•Po• th• R•form•tio9 of th• B•glish Chi,r,:h
(London: Georae Bell and Sons, 1893), p.viii.

«2 Gleason bas examined Luptoo's published
B. D. thesis (cf. n. 41) in two chapters io his
Ph. D. dissertation
theand
conclusion,
comes co
p. 255, that "the traditional view of Colet is
oot: in accord with the faces."
41 Hcie Gleason qrees with the aenerally
accepted view.
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links him with Erasmus"" as a prime promoter of Bible study. Illuminalio i11 fide
111, rt1r1c/a1io1 qttao est s.picnlia noslr111
Coler said.•G
His exegetical method departed from the
fourfold sense advocated by Aquilll15 (literal, allegorical, moral, anagogical) .• 0 His

mstances

H 'This new emphasis on the Bible as the
one book from which Christi:ans should derive
nourishment and the insistence upon its being
made av:ailable tO all men and women in their
native tongues were concepts made famili:ar by
the teachings of Savanarola and Coler, Saint
Jerome and Erasmus, and were those which determined rhe creation of an English Dible and
the attempts to substitute it for rhe secular and
pagan readins rhen popular." Lil.y D. Campbell,
Dir,ine Poe1r1
nth-Ce
andSixt
Drama
in
11c
nt11r,
E.ngla11d ( Los Angeles: Universiry of C:alirornia
Press, 1959), p. 24.
tll Quoted by Rice, R Rai11t1n,e Idea of Wisdom, p. 147.
to O'Kelly, Introduction, pp. 69--96, has an
extended treatment of "Colet"s Exegesis." He
finds Colet's commentaries to be extrascholastlc,
sorcriological in character, treating Paul as a real
human being, and pointing
the immediate
tO
hiStOrical
of the letter. Sec especially pp. 74, 75.
Gleason, lilccwise, treats Colet's exegetical
method at length, Ch. VJI, pp. 166--209. He
finds Colet"s influence on exegesis negligible,
pp. 37-5'; he stresses that Colet did not follow
the new philological criticism, had no concern
for establishing the Jiter:al meaning or the hist0rical context, pp. 188,-193. His method differed from those of Valla and of Luther, pp. 177
10 182. Gleason emphasizes that Coler looked
for the moral meaning in the Scriptures, p. 203.
O'Kelly and Gleason obviously do not agree.
The former is a theologian, the latter is not.
Gleason has not examined in detail Colet's exesetlcal writings. He is correct in his srarcmeat
that Colet did not follow Valla's mcthodoloBJ.
This does not mean, however, that Colet adhered to the fourfold method of the medieval
exeseres. Seebohm,
10
Gleason wu t00
Lupton, and Humbert.
Hunt, pp. 8S-1021 likewise, rreacs Coler u
'The Esesete.N He finds, as did O'Kelly, that
Colet had regard for the historical contnt bur
that Colet did nor shun the figumtive interpre-

tation.
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use of the grammatical method of Scripture
interpretation, • I• the Italian humanists
and the later Latin Patristic writers, and
in line with rhe proponencs of the Deuolio
niorJema,41 gives him status not only among
the English humanists bur ipso faclo also
among the "reformers" in England. True,
he used the Vulgate rather than the Greek
rext of the New Tcsramenr. He wanted to
ascertain the moral (usually, literal) sense
of a passage in its contcxt...8 Finding a rcfation between unity and divine truth in
accord with his Ncoplatonic idcology,tD
he emphasized the human clement of the
Scriptures without thereby denying their
divine and revelatory character.GO He did
not raise rhe question of the Scriptures or
the church, since the question of authority
had been resolved for bim.G1 Tyndale
47 P. Albert Duhamel,Oxford
'The
Leaures
of John Coler: An Essay in Defining the Ens·
lish R.enaiss:ance," Jo•r•J. of the Hislor, of
Idear, XIV (Oaober 1953), 493, 494. .Also
see Gleason, ch. V.
ts Hunt, pp. 89--98; Gleason, pp. 184 tO
187.
Colet's knowledse of Greek was not exten•
sive. In 1516 More reported
Erasmus:
10
"Colet
is workins strenuously on his Greek. with the
solicited help of my boy Clement." Thomas
More 10 Erasmus, London, 22 Sept. 1516. s.;,,,
Tbom•r /tfoN: S1/ee1etl I.e1m1, ed. Elizabeth P.
llogers (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1961), pp. 8, 77. See Allen, I!p. I!r.s., II, 468.
Colet knew no Hebrew and was not impressed with R.euchlin's De .,,e cdwlistie&
Lewis W. Spicz, The Religioss Retlllis11111c• of
•h• G.,,,,.n H•mllllisll (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1963), p. 202.
tll Miles, pp. 182, 183,
refum
anxious
IIO Hunt,
p. 101. Gleason, pp. 205-209,
assera that Colet has an esoteric emphasis in
his eiregesis.
11 George H. Taftrd, Hal, lll"ril or Hal,
Ch•rch:
Cnris of ,he Prote111n11 Refon#ll1io11 (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1959),
does not refer 10 Colet.

T•
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pointed to that problem,li:? as did many of
the other reformers and their antagonists
of the 16th cenrury,li3 but Colet was content to expound the Scriptures and to
promote piety and learning. Tyndale, it
has been conjectured, heard Colet lecture
at Oxford, although Tyndale nowhere to
my knowledge made this statement.114
Yet the i.mpaa of Colet's lectures on the
academic community (more than a mere
"local infiuence") ,Ill; their freshness, their
unsettling, stimulating qualities, their penetrative force on the minds and methods
of his hearers,00 may be counted among the
intangibles of history with which we have
to reckon when we speak of the elusive
charaaer of Colet's meaning for the English Reformation.
Whatever factors are cited in gauging
Colet's significance for d1e English Reformation, his Augustinian emphases must be
included, in spite of the fact that his borrowings of the Augustinian interpretation
112 William Tyndale,
Practice
"The
of Prelates," l!xpositions
Not,s
, S,mdr1
on Porlions

.,,,1,

formation

of 1h Hol, Smp111r,s1 101111b11r with 1h11 Pr11el«- of Pr11l.J11s, ed. for the Parker Society by
Henry Walter (Cambridge:
Press,Univcnity
1849), p. 289.
111 Tavard'1 n:position is helpful in punuiq
Ibis topic.
11t E. Harris Harbison, Tb• Cbris1it,,. Sebol11r
;,. 1h11 A111 of th Rofonr1111io,. (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1956), p. 65. Lupton,
p. 114: 'Tyndale wu at Masdalen Hall duriq
put of the time, aod
likely
is it
not
that he
would have failed m be a listener m Colet • • ."
Knoz, p. 105, cites the conft.iaiq opinions
of Seebohm aod Mozby. Unable m mablisb
Colet's directattributes,
Tyndale,
influence on
he
without evidence, the
of the group
with which Tyndale studied the Scriptures at
Ozfoid ID Colet.
111 Gleuon'1 phrase, p. 200. Gleason seems
ID neaiea the possibility of espandins concentric influeacn.
Ill Harbison, pp. 58, 59.

of the creation account in Genesis 1 did
not gain acceptance.GT Erasmus referred to
the fact that Colet was more inclined or
more partial to Augustine than to any other
of the ancient authors.GS The statutes of
St. Paul's School called for a curriculum
whose core was "the good literature, both
Lntin and Greek, and good authors such
as have the very Roman eloquence joined
with wisdom, specially Christian authors
that wrote their wisdom with clean and
chaste l.:itin,crcid1 in verse or in prose." r;o
Jerome, Ambrose, and Augustine were
singled out among the Christian authors.GO
Colet ended his "A Right Fruit.fol Monition" with a quotation from St. Augustine,
the only author he quoted by name in the
entire tract.01 Augustine had been valued
in England in the 14th and 15th centuries; o:i Erasmus did much to make him
known in the 16th century. The importance of Augustine for Coler, however, as
Miles points out, has not been sufficiently
emphasized; o., d1e importance of the
church fathers for the English reformers,
GT For discussions of Colet on Genesis 1 see
Miles, "Colet on God and Creation," op. cir.,
pp. 31-65, with an analysis of Colet's "Lcnen
m Radulphus on the Mosaic Account of Creation"; Seebohm, pp. 27-34; Hunt, pp. 94, 95.
li8 Lupton, p. 57; Gleason, pp. 130--135,
gives a satisfaaory esplanarion of seemingly
contradictory sanements by Erasmus.
G8 Nugent, pp. 40, 41; Lupton, I.if• of Job,,
Cok1, p. 279.
GO Ibid.; Nugent, p. 41.
81 Ibid., p. 397.
112 See, e.g., Beryl Smalley, B111lisb Prillrs
1111tl ifr,liq•il:, ,,. 1h11 &rl:, l'o•rl11n1b Cnl•,:,
(New York: Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1960).
In the lut half of the 15th century an Aupstinian wpe, according m Gleason, wu
pievalent in England. P. 129.
II Miles, p. 167; Gleason, pp. 126-135.
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it is true, has been emphasized,114 but
Augustine has not been singled out among
them. Augustine was widely quoted by
men like Thomas Cranmer, William Tyndale, John Hooper, Henry Bradford, and
Edwin Sandys.06 This does not prove that
these men were directly infiuenced by
Colet. It does say that Colet abetted the
study of Augustine, and this predilection
is present in the later English reformers.
A direct causal relation between the two
phenomena cannot be proved.
The highlighting of the meaning of
Augustine for Colet, and thus indicating
that one of the seminal factors for the
English Reformation might be traced to
a renaissance of Augustinianism, does not
mean that the impormnce of the Platonic
tradition in Colet can be set aside. Miles'
findings, for one, cannot be ignored, even
though he exaggemtes Colet's Platonism
and does not make clear the distinction
between the Platonism of the Renaissance
and the thoroughly medieval Platonism
which Colet shared.00 Augustine, we re&& Cp. C. W. Dugmore, Tb, M•ss •11tl th•
English Ro/o,mors (London: Macmillan & Co.1
Ltd., 1958) 1 pp. 6-18.
ea Ibid., p. 6. An examination of the indiCCJ of the volumes the
in Parker Society
ediof the works of these men makes it evident
that be is quoted more frcquendy by them than
by any other church father.
P. Albert Duhamel remarks, without adequate pn,of for his remark, that Colet's successors turned to Jerome rather than Ausustine,
p.510.
80 The tide of Miles' work, Job• Co/11 •11tl
th• Plt11011ie Tr.dilion, and the tide of the series
of which this is volume one, Pisbns fllilb
tonit: Nols, show his orientation.
Ivan Pusino, "Picinos U11d Picos religiosphilosophische Aoschauungen," Zrilsebri/1 /6,
KinhMg•sebit:ht•, XI.IV (Viertes Heft 1928),

p,..

,04-,43.

Hardin Craia. Th. Lil•r•t,_ of th• Eng/isl,
Rnllissae,, us,-1660 (New York: Collier
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mind ourselves, belongs to the Platonic
tradition. How much of his Platonism did
Colet owe to Augustine? How great a force
was Colet in the ,paratlosis of Neoplatonism? Colet had been in8uenced by Marsiglia Ficino and Giovanni Francesco Pico
della Mirandola,07 and he had caused Sir
Thomas More to translate the life of the
latter, "The Life of John Picus:• 08
In connection with Colet's Platonism we
must also mention Colet's mysticism. This
mysticism was part of the heritage of the
Da1101io 1notler11a.co It did not, however,
carry over to any of the English reformers.
As a. factor in Colet's significance for the
16th-century religious movement it can be
minimized.
However, Colet's affinity to the theology
of the late scholastics needs greater emphasis. Pamllels between Colet and Gabriel
Biel are striking. Both were influenced by
the Dcuolio motlw1111; both sought room
within the theological framework of the
church to emphasize the fruits of faith.
Both were nominalists, although Biel's
orientation was much more so than was
Colet's.70
Books, 1962), p. 16: "It is certainly true that
he [Colet) was philosophically a disciple of the
Neoplatonist Marsilio Picino and of Giovanni
Pico della Mira.adola • • ."
P. Albert Duhamel, p. 409: 'Then: is nothins in the Platonism of Colet which is peculiar
to the Florentine School. • • • Colet belonss to
a Platonic tradition which had ■1-1• persisced
throush the works of the Victorina and Saint
Bonavenrura."
87 Nugent, p. 4; Miles, passim.
oa Nugent, pp. , 1-55.
09 Hunt, pp.103-130.
TO ff. A. Oberman, Th, H""1,sl of MMindJ
Ltd• itfMilWl SeboTh,olog1: G•IJml Bi61
1.stieis• (Cambridge: Harvard UniffrsitJ
Press, 1962), hu written the most recent and
best account of Biel's theology.
See Gleason, pp.149-151, for the suuestion of Colet's oomiaalistic orientation.
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However, the English Reformation was
Aristotelian in its philosophic orientation
rather than Platonic or nominalistic. During the days of the Erasmian illumination
of Cambridge (1511-1515) John Bryan
imbibed his master's love of learning and
later diJfused it. But this Erasmian scholar
became known for his straightforward lectures on Aristotle.71 This was not Aristotelianism wedded to Thomism, but "a
new or at least a renovated Aristotle." 12 It
was a departure from the Neopl:uonism of
Colet.Tl

This Cambridge Aristotelianism became
wedded to Melanchthonianism, itself
In 1555, by the
steeped in
injunctions of Henry VIII, "all students
were to be incowaged to read the Scripmres privately, and Melanchthon as well
as Aristotle was listed as a prescribed author." 715 In the 1520s William Paget had
lectured on Aristotle in Trinity Hall, and
this tradition toak strong hold. The imponance of Melanchthonianism for the
Porter, p. 31.
Allea, '/!p. '/!r111., II, 328.
Tl O'ICelly, Introduaioa, p. 41, shows that
Arismde's .i.afluence on Colet was not eailiely
aep.tive. Gleason, pp. 122-126, shows that
Colet was acquainted with the major scholastia.
Althousb he disliked both Aquinas and Scotus,
he favoml the latter,
14 On Melaachthoa's theololf see Richard
ll. Caemmerer, ''The Melaachthoaiaa Blisht,"
Tl

12

CoNCXDDIA nD!OLOGICAJ. MONTHLY, XVIII
(May 1947), 321-338; Jamslav Pelikan, Pro•

LldlHr IO Kmll•1tlllrtl: A s,tul, ;,, ,,. HislO,,
of TbHlon (Sr. Louis: Concordia Publishiq
House, 1950), pp. 24-43.
TG Porter, p. 50, with .reference to Mulliqer,
p. 630.
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English 11i11 medi• cannot be discussed at
this time. His inBuence is evident, e.g.,
in the views of the English reformers on
predestination and free wilI.10
In the doctrines of free will and justification the views of Melanchthon were
those of Augustine. Here the two lines of
philosophic orientation of Melanchthon
and Colet come together in a theological
nexus that allows for neither Platonism nor
Aristotelianism, but Augustinianism.
This Pauline Augustinianism TT lends
depth to the significance of Colet for the
English Reformation, since this Augustinian orientation
Aristotle.H becomes to a greater or
a lesser degree the theological cast of many
of the English reformers and reinforced
the trend toward Aristotelian Melanchthonianism in the theology of the English
Reformation. Colet's significance for the
English Reformation, then, is not in a
theological system. Colee furthered the
study of the Scriptures, even though he
made no significant contributions to scholarly exegesis. He furthered piety and
learning in a concern for a reform within
the church. His personal inBuence extended to Parker, Butzer, Tyndale, possibly
Cranmer, Lupset, and others. He is a precursor of the Counter-Reformation. His
relations to both the D11t101io mod"""' and
the fli• modem11, particularly the latter,
need additional investigation before a complete answer can be given to our problem.
TO Porter, pp. 386,387.
TT O'Kelly, Introduaioa,

p. 92, sugesrs that
Colet be callecl a Pauline philosopher.
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